graphical-W alker is revealed through her own explorations o f conscience and conflict as she explores her m odels and her history, and creates synthe sis.
The "recipe" begins with the essay entitled, "Saving the Life T hat Is Your Own: The Im portance o f Models . ..." It is com m only accepted that there is a basic h u m an need for models that we can imitate, m easure ourselves against, and from w hom we inherit our spiritual touchstones. In this first essay, W alker recalls the period in h er life during which she discovered that she could n o t continue h er natural evolution as a w riter with the m odels she had at h a n d -nam ely, white, European, an d /o r male. W alker realized that there w ere valuable lessons in the tragic struggles o f a Vincent Van Gogh, in the im peccable style and em pathetic m orality o f a Flannery O 'Connor, and in the beauty and simplicity in the flattering rom anticizations o f a Jean Toom er. How ever, these people and others like them could not help her to conquer h er special dilemma: how to be a black w om an and an artist w orking u n d er "the oppression o f silence." As W alker discusses these vari ous artists and their considerable influence upon her, the reader becomes painfully aw are o f the dexterity and m ental diplomacy that she needed to em ploy in the reading and interpreting o f their work. This in no way diminishes the quality o r im portance o f the work o f these artists, but only points up the void that exists for a black w om an seeking herself within their sole exam ple. As W alker states it: "I d o n 't recall the exact m om ent I set out to explore the works o f black w om en . . . [but] I found I was in need o f som ething th at only one o f them could provide." Clearly, it was m ore than m ere curiosity spurred by the total absence o f black w om en writers from h er college reading lists, it was necessity which started W alker on a personal search which clim axed in her "discovery" o f Zora Neale Hurston.
H urston, a litde know n black female anthropologist and w riter o f fiction who lived from (roughly) 1901 to 1960, becam e (by W alker's admission and frequent m ention in h er essays) a substantial figure in her evolution as a writer, chronicler, and wom an. H urston filled the void o f the sought after and missing m odel. W alker eventually visited Eatonville, Florida, H urston's birthplace, to place a stone on the w om an's unm arked grave-a cornerstone experience chronicled in the article "Looking for Zora." This singular act reveals the purpose o f this collection o f essays; it is taking a step tow ard breaking the "curse o f silence" that has kept black w om en isolated from themselves and each other, cut off from the seeds to be gleaned from our artistic history. It is a necessary step backw ard to self-discovery.
Knowing this allows us to understand the phrase "our m others' gardens" as W alker intends in the context o f this collection-as a symbol for all the unacknow ledged b u t rich artistry, tradition, ritual, and stories handed down by anonym ous o r scantly know n black w om en o f unm arked graves who, though their creativity was rarely preserved in any form al way, m anaged to keep alive "a n otion o f song." The search for these little known, uncele b rated w om en provides the central consciousness o f this collection.
The issues and heroes o f the 1960s were a m ajor factor in developing W alker's attitude regarding w hat it m eans to be an artist. W hat is the artist's responsibility to h er times? Is art incom patible with anger? These were questions central to black artists em erging during the 1960s, caught up in the inescapable h atred o f the times. They are central now for black artists who think that racism is passe or, at least, too em barrassing to deal with in their art. O r for those w ho feel there is no place for protest in "real" a rt-for those who have been frightened away from the seriousness o f their own lives, w ho cringe at term s like "social relevance." W alker addresses the dilem m a o f the artist: is it enough ju st to preserve the stories?
W alker addresses a b ro ad range o f issues: artistic, political, and personal. She recalls the tragedy o f grow ing up in a racist society to suddenly "m eet" her elders who, through h er adult eyes, had lost their stature-appeared diminished, squashed by an unrelenting society. She recounts her own disappointm ent in h er father and the process o f forgiving him which in volved understanding th at he was only a product o f his time. She looks at the w om en o f o u r childhood, no rose colored glasses to soften their flaws, none needed to recognize their beauty and hum anity. These portraits sent m e back to the pages o f recent history to study the photographs o f faces I had forgotten-faces im placable and rem oved from the prods and dogs-to try to decipher the source o f their calm. But W alker is n o t stirring at white guilt, b u t establishing the place and tim e o f which she is the physical and philosophical product. A nd in the course o f these essays, which are portrait and story, W alker offers a logic for the reclaim ing o f the South as home.
T hroughout these pieces, it is clear that W alker decided early on n o t to setde for the creation o f beautiful, non-controversial icons. Instead, she has struggled to evolve a philosophy which would transform the ugly. O ut o f her writing comes a positive approach to life and art which som ew hat clarifies W alker's ability in h er fiction to deal with the m ost dam ning side o f hum an nature and social politics and still allow h er characters to transcend them selves and their era. It is a philosophy which w ould allow her, an expatriate o f the racist South, to reclaim the land which is hers (and ours) as birthright and creative well-spring, retain the spiritual wholeness o f the m en and w om en who com prise hom e, and also perm it h er to in terpret the civil rights m ovem ent, and w hat it did o r did n o t accomplish, on her ow n terms.
The title essay, "In Search o f O ur M others' G ardens," form s the apex o f the collection. It is the m etap h o r for all o f the pieces before and after it; it is the com ing o f age o f the artist. W ithin the essays in this third section, certain elem ents conjoin ju st as the m ature artist is a com bination o f all the shards and scraps o f the poverty and richness o f h er youth. W ithin the title essay, and throughout this section, W alker explores her relationship with the black w om en artists whose excellence and creative gifts have been all but lost to us, also exploring their weaknesses in a m eaningful context. W alker also takes a long look at how black w om en have been defined, outside o f such a context, in literature.
W hat does it m ean to be a black w om an and an artist? W hat did it m ean in H ursto n 's time, Phillis W heatley's time? In yours or m y m o th er's time? T here is a need to reach back and reclaim the valuable artistic past that has been hidden from us, o r that we have m ade ourselves blind to. Primarily, it is about attaining vision, becom ing able to interpret the work o f these artists within the context o f their lives, becom ing able to recognize the art practiced by w om en w ho had n o t the leisure or finances or indulgence o f society to paint their pictures on broad canvases o r sculpt their ideas into stone o r m etal, who ow ned no m useum s-except their childrenwithin which to preserve their wisdom o r their history. W alker encourages all o f us to recognize the im portance and endurance o f our own m others' artistry-even a thing as natural as the stories she repeated often and with care, the stories that shaped us. We should becom e able to recognize the creativity that w om en b rought to daily activities w ithout benefit o f audience or accolade. As W alker says: "Perhaps [your m other] was herself a poetthough only h er d au g h ter's nam e is signed to the poem s that we know ."
T he final essays in this collection appear to be the least cohesive. But a closer look reveals the disarray o f the artist reassem bling her tools, m aybe for the purpose o f returning to m ine an old excavation, but digging even deeper into the sam e past in o rd er to envision, interpret, and m anage the future. These last pieces do n o t attem pt to conclude, but further reveal the artistic process. They bring into view the loose threads o f Alice W alker's current explorations and allow us to see this process o f questioning, history gathering, soul searching, and synthesis; questioning, gathering . . . on and on, as the cyclical m ovem ent o f w om en, nature, and art.
